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Chapter 1



Jeremy Corbyn: a new kind of politics?
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Exam success


The up-to-date facts, examples and arguments in this chapter will help you to produce good quality answers in your AS unit tests in the following areas of the specification:






	Edexcel

	AQA

	OCR






	
Unit 1
Party policies and ideas

	
Unit 1
Political parties

	
Unit F851
Political parties
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Context


Ed Miliband resigned as party leader shortly after Labour’s election defeat in May 2015. While he was Labour Party leader he changed the procedures for electing the party leader. There had been widespread criticism of the old system on the grounds that it put too much power into the hands of trade unions and MPs (Ed Miliband beat his brother David in 2010 largely because of union support).


The very start of the process began in a strange way. Under the rules a candidate must receive at least 35 nominations from Labour MPs. This is to prevent frivolous candidacies from people with no chance of victory. It was therefore a deep irony that Jeremy Corbyn, the ultimate winner, appeared unlikely at first to receive 35 nominations. However, some members of the party believed that his very left-wing views ought to be heard during the leadership contest. He therefore received nominations from MPs who were not his supporters, merely to ensure that his voice was heard and that internal democracy would be better served. One of these was Margaret Beckett, a former deputy leader of the party and very much a ‘Blairite’ moderate. Once it became clear that Corbyn might actually win, she said she regretted nominating him.
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The election system


The following are eligible to vote:





•  full members of the Labour Party



•  members of trade unions who have dual membership with the party and members of affiliated organisations such as the Fabian Society and the Co-operative movement



•  a new group of people who can pay £3 and register as ‘Labour Party supporters’, but not members. This proved to be controversial as it might open the door to people whose views were not compatible with existing Labour policies or even political opponents intent on making mischief by voting for potentially unpopular candidates





All votes are of equal weight, i.e. one person, one vote. The electoral system used is known as alternative vote (the system rejected in a 2011 referendum after it was proposed as the new system to elect Westminster MPs). It can be described as a preferential and also as a majority system in that voters can show more than one preference and the final winner will have over 50% of the votes. This system works as follows:





•  Voters place the candidates in order of preference.



•  The first preference votes are counted. Any candidate who receives over 50% of these votes is automatically elected. (This is what actually happened in this case with Corbyn winning almost 60% of first preferences.)



•  If no candidate achieves over 50% of first preferences, the bottom candidate drops out (in this election that would have been Liz Kendall, but it did not come to that). This losing candidate’s second preferences are added to the other candidates. Again if any candidate now has over 50% of the votes, he or she is elected.



•  If no candidate still has an absolute majority, the new bottom candidate drops out (this would have been Yvette Cooper) and their second preferences are added to each candidate. Again anyone with a 50% + 1 majority is elected.



•  This continues until there are only two candidates, so one of them must, by definition, achieve an absolute majority.





The significance of this system is that, had Corbyn not achieved an overall majority, or very close to it, on first preferences, he might have struggled to win as he might have won very few second preference votes. But, as we know, this was not the case, such was the scale of his victory.


The result and its significance


There is no point here in detailing the full result as the election did not go beyond first preferences. Table 1.1 therefore only shows first preference votes.


Table 1.1 The total first preference votes for Labour leadership candidates, September 2015






	Candidate

	Total votes

	% of first preferences *






	Jeremy Corbyn

	251,417

	59.5






	Andy Burnham

	80,462

	19.0






	Yvette Cooper

	71,928

	17.0






	Liz Kendall

	18,857

	4.5







*Rounded up or down


Equally interesting is the result broken down according to types of voter. This is shown in Table 1.2.
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In all, 422,871 people voted — a turnout of 76.3%.





•  This was a very large electorate with over 400,000 people voting. No other internal party elections approach anywhere near this figure.



•  Obviously it was a strikingly big win for Corbyn, leaving no room for doubt about his election.



•  A key statistic shows that he won virtually 50% of the votes of full party members (i.e. not including people who simply paid £3 for the right to vote). This means he would have won in a conventional election.



•  Corbyn won the vast majority of the votes of the registered supporters. This suggests that a large number of people who might not normally participate in politics were inspired sufficiently to take part. Some of these may well now become full party members and so arrest the long-term decline in party membership.



•  Liz Kendall, a self-confessed ‘Blairite’, was soundly beaten, demonstrating the degree to which the ideas of Tony Blair are now discredited.





Nevertheless, a major problem is now faced by the Labour Party. As this was a ‘one person, one vote’ election, the MPs had no special status. Their votes were of equal value to ordinary members. The fact that Corbyn could not originally secure 35 nominations from MPs demonstrates the fact that he certainly does not enjoy the support of the vast majority of the parliamentary party. Thus, he may have great popularity in the country, but not in Parliament. Put another way, he has received a powerful mandate from the Labour electorate, but may have relatively little ability to carry it out.


Two other recent events are noteworthy and will affect the party’s prospects. The first was the election of Sadiq Khan as the party’s candidate in the elections for London mayor in May 2016. Khan is on the moderate left of the party and again demonstrates the change in the political sentiments of the membership who voted for him. The other was Tom Watson’s election as deputy leader in the same election as that which elevated Corbyn to the leadership. Watson is radical on the issue of corporate tax avoidance, but is generally moderate.



Who is Jeremy Corbyn?



As a young man in the late 1970s and 1980s Corbyn was a left-wing activist who worked with trade unions and in local government in London. He was associated in his early political career with such well-known left wingers as Ken Livingstone and Tony Benn. He entered Parliament in 1983, the year of Labour’s biggest election defeat in modern history, sitting for Islington North, a relatively deprived area in north London and a safe Labour seat. He has held the seat ever since.


Corbyn has supported many international movements dedicated to the overthrow of dictatorial regimes. He supported Irish republicanism in its struggle for a united Ireland. He also supports the Palestinian cause in the Middle East. Known as a Labour rebel, he is said to have defied his own party whip on hundreds of occasions, most notably voting against military intervention in Iraq in 2003. He is considered a conscientious constituency MP, a good, though unremarkable, speaker and, until 2015, appeared to have no special political ambitions.


As a now senior politician he is unusual in a number of ways:





•  At 66 he is relatively old to be taking up such a senior position.



•  He is modestly educated only to A-level standard and has no university degree (though John Major, prime minister from 1990 to 1997, also had little formal education).



•  He lives a frugal life, makes virtually no expenses claims in Parliament, does not drive a car (he cycles), and is teetotal and a vegetarian.



•  He is reputed to have split with his second wife over her decision to send one of their sons to a selective school, a system in which he does not believe. This indicates that he lives by his principles.



•  He has never held any post of responsibility in the Labour Party.





Corbyn is unusual in a number of other ways too. He presents himself as a departure from the traditional image of a modern politician. He does not use spin doctors (though in his second week he did employ two advisers), he says what he believes rather than what he thinks other people or the media want him to say, he does not concern himself too much with his personal physical image and he has vowed to change the way he conducts politics. In his first appearance at Prime Minister’s Question Time, he asked questions sent to him by ordinary citizens via e-mails and Twitter and he refused to engage in a shouting match, speaking quietly and firmly but never engaging in excessive argumentation.


This ‘alternative’ image may well turn out to be both an advantage and a disadvantage. It helps him in that he can appeal to the many people who are disillusioned with slick, stage-managed, metropolitan politics and politicians who speak in platitudes and sound bites. He looks authentic and stands up for what he believes. Even people who do not agree with many of his policies seem to respect him. This gives him a special appeal to the young, despite his age (Box 1.1). On the other hand, he is open to charges from the media that he cannot cope with modern politics, that he is naive and is out of touch with middle England.
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Box 1.1 Charlotte Church on Jeremy Corbyn


The singer and political activist Charlotte Church said:




There is something inherently virtuous about him, and that is a quality that can rally the support of a lot of people, and most importantly, a lot of young people.
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What does Corbyn stand for?


In many ways Jeremy Corbyn is a classical democratic socialist and that is often how he describes himself and his close followers. This means he espouses policies that were popular in the Labour Party in the immediate period after the First World War and in the 1970s and 1980s. Such socialists believe in the power of the state to achieve social justice through welfare and the redistribution of income through taxation. They are also deeply suspicious of free market capitalism and believe that, while it can be tolerated, it must be strongly regulated. In that sense many see him as a throwback to a bygone age. Others argue more positively that his ideas are an appropriate response to the ‘excesses’ of modern capitalism and that he represents sections of society that have largely been ignored by parties and politicians in recent times.


Table 1.3 summarises Corbyn’s main policies and shows how they differ from ‘mainstream’ Labour policies since the 1990s.


Table 1.3 Corbyn’s policies compared to ‘mainstream’ Labour policies






	Corbyn’s main ideas

	Mainstream Labour equivalent






	The railways and energy companies should be nationalised and brought under state control

	No new nationalisations. Instead industries should remain in the private sector but be regulated by the state to prevent exploitation of consumers






	Taxes on the very wealthy should be increased. There will be draconian measures to eliminate tax evasion and avoidance particularly by large corporations

	Modest increases in taxes on the wealthy should be considered






	There should be more ‘quantitative easing’ (basically printing more money) to finance infrastructure projects such as railways, schools and hospitals. This will, he believes, stimulate growth and reduce the budget deficit without the need for cuts in government spending on benefits and services

	Quantitative easing is inflationary and should be used with great caution if at all. The reduction of the deficit will have to mean cuts in public spending






	There should be substantial increases in the level of the minimum (living) wage

	Rises in the minimum wage should be in line with wage increases in general






	The welfare cuts made under the coalition and proposed by the current government should be reversed

	Labour supports the need for welfare benefit cuts but slightly less than Conservative proposals






	
There should be large increases in public spending on health and education. The state should build hundreds of thousands of new houses at accessible prices for both subsidised rent and purchase

	Increased spending on health and education should be roughly in line with inflation. Modest proposals for house building, mostly for purchase






	The renewal of the Trident nuclear weapon system should be cancelled and Britain should not have nuclear weapons at all

	Britain should remain a nuclear power and renew Trident
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